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The Jesuit-run Universidad Centroamericana (UCA) has begun a new campaign to force the
government to reopen the investigation of the murders of six Jesuit priests in San Salvador in 1989.
So far, the conservative government of President Francisco Flores has refused. The reasons cited are
that new trials would violate the law and would wreck the reconciliation that came with the 1992
peace accords.
In November 1989, military personnel besieged the university where the six priests lived and killed
them along with their housekeeper and her daughter. The murders and other military attacks on
civilians were committed at the height of a guerrilla offensive against the capital (see NotiCen,
1989-11-17).
In 1993, the Truth Commission, mandated by the peace accords ending the 12-year armed conflict,
issued its report on atrocities committed by both the government and the guerrilla Farabundo Marti
para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN).
The report concluded that members of the army's high command ordered the Jesuit murders,
officers of the military academy organized them, and elements of the army's Atlacatl battalion
carried them out (see NotiCen, 1993-03-26).
In 1991, Col. Guillermo Benavides and Lt. Yusshy Mendoza were convicted of participating in the
murders but were granted their freedom under the amnesty law.
The UCA and various human rights organizations have been demanding trials for other highranking officers and then President Alfredo Cristiani (1989-1994) ever since. In November, the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACHR) said the amnesty law was unconstitutional and
recommended that the government revoke it and reopen the case.
President Flores refused saying the amnesty law prevented charging anyone for the crimes, and a
new investigation could create "new conflict." Amnesty International (AI) said it was disappointed
in Flores' response. "This negative decision could contribute to the weakening of the inter-American
system for human rights protection," said AI. UCA wants former president, top military officers
tried
On March 27, UCA rector Jose Maria Tojeira formally asked the attorney general's office (Ministerio
Publico, MP) to charge six military officers as intellectual authors of the murders. The accused
officers are former air force chief Gen. Juan Bustillo, former defense minister Rafael Larios, former
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chief of the armed forces general staff Gen. Emilio Ponce, former defense vice minister Gen. Juan
Orlando Zepeda, former commander of the First Brigade Col. Francisco Helena Fuentes, and former
security vice minster Col. Inocente Orlando Montano.
Cristiani should be charged as well, said Tojeira, for acts of omission that allowed the murders to
take place. Flores took the position that amnesty carried with it the concept of forgiveness, which
had made national reconciliation possible after the conflict ended. "That reconciliation produced a
new country in El Salvador," Flores said.
Furthermore, if we open one case, "we would have to begin investigations of the thousands and
thousands of people who perished violently during the war." Earlier in March, San Salvador
Archbishop Gregorio Rosa Chavez denied there had been any reconciliation. "We are a country that
signed the peace but is not reconciled in truth and justice," he said. "Many are afraid of the past and
want to build the future on pardons and forgetting. The Salvadoran church affirms that truth and
justice are prerequisites for pardons."

Challenge to amnesty law holds up new investigation
Attorney General Belisario Artiga did not reject outright the university's demand for new trials.
Instead, he argued that he could not act until the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) ruled on two suits
of unconstitutionality filed against the amnesty law in 1998.
Corte Suprema president Eduardo Tenorio said recently that the CSJ is ready to hand down its
ruling on the amnesty suits. The governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA), in power at
the time of the Jesuits' murders, called the university's demands "political."
"ARENA wishes to express its public support and recognition to the former president [Cristiani] and
to the distinguished generals who were members of the high command of our armed forces," said
the party in a public statement.

Justice official calls murders common crimes
Besides offering the amnesty law as an impediment to further action in the case, MP official
Armando Rodriguez said that the murders were common crimes and that the statute of limitations
covering them had run out. Furthermore, he said, as common crimes that did not involve human
rights violations or acts of genocide, they were not covered by international law either.
The UCA called the attorney general's response "superficial" and "plagued with contradictions."
The UCA's position on amnesty is that it may be granted once the accused are convicted. The MP
should investigate, said Tojeira, "and not take refugee in the amnesty law to not investigate.
The possibility of applying the [amnesty law] to the accused ought to be decided by a judge, not by
a prosecutor." Tojeira argued that the amnesty law does not even apply to the named officials, "The
Constitution says that all persons who are functionaries at the time...the crime is committed cannot
be given amnesty...and all those mentioned were functionaries," he said.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53903
ISSN: 1089-1560

Jurists critical of the government's stance point out that El Salvador is a signatory to the
Organization of American States (OAS) Human Rights Convention and is therefore required to
abide by the IACHR recommendations. On April 26, Tojeira asked Artiga to revoke his decision
blocking a new investigation. Artiga said he would study the request. He said it was not impossible
that a new investigation might be opened, but he did not give the appearance of haste. "We have
the duty to review this new note and take the time necessary to announce a decision," Artiga
said. [Sources: Reuters, 01/12/00; Agence France-Presse, 03/28/00; La Prensa Grafica (El Salvador),
03/28/00, 03/29/00, 03/31/00; Spanish News Service EFE, 04/09/00; Associated Press, 03/27/00,
04/23/00; Notimex, 03/12/00, 03/30/00, 04/05/00, 04/06/00, 04/14/00, 04/26/00]
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